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HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDINGS SURVEY 

Liberty Historic District/Townsite 

Townsite of Liberty, Kittitas 
County, State of Washington 

The National Register townsite of Liberty, Washington, originally 

named Meaghersville (pronounced Mearsville) is locaced in the center 

of the Swauk Mining District. The district is nestled in the low 

mountainous country near where the rugged Mt. Stewart Range of the 

Wenatehee Mountains from the east blend with Washington!s backbone, 

the North-South Cascade Mountain Range. Liberty is situated 26 miles 

northwest of Ellensburg, via Interstate 90, Wenatchee exit, or from 

Cle Elura where 1-90 meets State Highway 9 7 and driving twelve miles 

east, paralleling Swauk Creek for approximately eight of the twelve 

miles. 

The southward-flowing Swauk Creek, a tributary of the Yakima 

River, enters the Yakima fourteen miles above Ellensburg. The flow 

fluctuations of Swauk Creek range from raging spring floods to quiet 

flowing waters six feet wide, easily crossed on stones above the water 

level in the dry summer and fall seasons. 

The principal gold-bearing tributaries of the Swauk Mining 

District are from north to south; Baker Creek, Mill Gulch, and Deer 

Gulch. Williams Creek was, and still is, the richest. Liberty, two 

miles above the confluence of the Swauk and Williams Creeks, marks the 

place where the Bonanza tributaries enter. The Boulder Creek 

tributary from the Flag Mountain area to the south, and Lion and 

Cougar Gulches from the north, (early maps show the two latter names 

as Lyons and Kruger) enter Williams Creek flanking the Liberty 

townsite. 
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ITM ^OOl^I^ATFo:    '.'■. S . G . S . Maps:  Liberty and Tbcrp Ouadrangie. 
IT.-'   loordinates 676630  5235800. 

I'R'If F'TI OW"IIk :     ML.It. i \ 1 e— See inc i vidual index cards. 

T3 RESHhl GCHL'PAKTS:  Mulci^l':— See individual index car: 

PRESENT LJ S E i       Multiple—S;.-.e individual index cards. 

SIGNIFICANCE: The kalla Walla Union, October 13, 1873, reported 

a gold strike in t h e TT C V n tains n c r t h o i the K;:_ tt i t a s Valley. T he 

Ihvton continued no report f he progress of the 60 or wre nen wintering 

at the discovery are? . This fall date establishes the beginning of 

continuous habitation of the Sv.-auk I'ining District which encompassCF 

Svauk Creek, vliiliars Cr-:-ek and tributaries . 

The present tocr^itc of Liberty was originally known as Williams 

Creek, beconing Me;:, c.hors'-'iilft in ISvI and finally Liberty in 1912 at 

the advent of the art a. post offices1 consolidation at t\e 

Mea.;hersvii]e site. 

I.arly information of the area, clairr.s, and mining activities, are 

sketchy dua to sub sequent fires in T'aklna and Ellensburg which 

destroyed many important records. 

In 1891, two years after Washington became a state, John A. 

Shoudy (Ellensburg,'s founder) bought a claim from "Nez" Jensen end 

laid out a tewnsite, surveying lots for homes and businesses. Ground 

was even set aside for a school and a community hall. The miners 

built the community hall in 1892 and the school in 1895. Somehow, J. 

K. Morrell acquired this townsite, but by 1897 T. F. Me&gher had 

jumped the townsite claim and won his case in court, renaming the. 

towns: te Meaghersville. By 1907 there were numerous cabins built or. 

the mining claims in the Svauk area when the Wenatchee National Forest 

which surrounds Liberty was created. 
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Regard] oss oT the community's name it has been the economic 

center of the Svauk Mining District; boasting stores, hotels, a 

barbershop, taxidermy, gas station, a base for logging eom.p^nios, a 

railroad spur into the Northern Pacific main line at the Yakima River, 

a sawmill, community hall and a doctor. The Liberty school was ope?-, 

from 1895 until .1939 when it was consolidated with the Cle Elum 

district. From 1S95 to I960, the citizens voted at their own polli-g 

place a:id fro IT. 1911" to 1951 the town had a U.S. Post Office. In it.-; 

crime the communit1 h.-id about. 200 residents. 

PART I  HISTORICAL INFORMATION:  Sea individual incov; cards. 

A. ?hy s ic a 1   11 is to r y :    See Individual index cards . 

B. Historical Content: 

The beginning of Liberty started with the discovery of a 

sizable quantity of gold on Swauk Creek in the fall of 1873. Prior to 

that time prospectors hadn't found enough gold to warrant the 

establishment of a camp site. D. J. Schr.ebly correspondent for the 

Walla Walla Union reported on October 18, 1873, from Yakime County, 

Kittitas Valley, Washington Territory: 

"I write you in a hurry to let you know that 
important gold discoveries have been made in the 
mountains north of the Kittitas on a small creek 
called the Swauk. Ten men made the discovery some 
three weeks since. They kept the thing secret until 
a few days ago. An Indian messenger was dispatched 
to Mr. Bull for him to come forth—that they had 
struck a good thing. Mr. Bull got the news in the 
evening, and started in two hours, it was dark when 
he left. Persons left at all hours of the. night. 
Seventy persons were on the ground in less than two 
days. 

X3Ra8fcfJayy%zy:'^~^ByrTr,',j**,",s3 ■> ■■*"—*-»■-■■ ?Ty^-rrgr-'»rT g— ---1 «F*-WT T y r-s-j jre --gy jrr rwroiis s» I 'm w »««* g * as -- ,<«iiflFam&a-3rj 
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The specimens I sav were coarse, weighing 
respectively l/l ounce, $5.20 and $^.37. I saw 
about ?7Q of the precious stuff ,-t the store of 
Shoudy and Dennis. There were 2,000 "'.en here in 
less '."hail two days. The news lias gene over to 
Seattle several cays since. Mr. Stubbs, who is at 
work in the interest of the walla Valla find Seattle 
Rai^rrp.d, left a few days ago. Mo person- hc.s the 
t i~G tc ta ] k rail rcad v.ow. 

I do not want: to he understood, that: the geld is all 
coarse like the nugget--: I have mentioned, but sor.e 
of the chunks are clear gold, and seme have quartz 
in then, but these weighed in my presence ar: al~ost 
entirely free from quart::. Fverybody has left—all 
my neighbors have gone, married and unnarried. 

There is no doubt of the existance of gold in paying 
quantities.  The discovery party sent down seme 
$300.  Cold! is coning down and goods are going up— 
in a double sense. 

I write ycu this at two o'clock in the morning. 
Will leave in. a couple of hours. All work has 
ceased in a reasure, The all absorbing topic is the 
new nines which are distant only about twenty-five 
miles—good trail all the way. A good wager: road 
can scon be r.ace into the mines - The stream upon 
which they are situated enters from the west of the 
valley, and joins the Yakima some twelve miles above 
here. 

I have never witnessed a greater exci tenant. The 
House of Shoudy have claims. One of the latter has 
been up and returned and the other left inunedlately 
on his return. 

You can tell your friend that I think the nines will 
pay, but there cannot be much done before next 
spring. The snow falls pretty deep there, and the 
nights, the boys say, are cool now. An ounce piece 
has been taken out. I did not see it, but persons 
who did tell ir.e so- X have seen several men who 
have been up and returned. They have twenty days to 
represent their claims in—the discovery party 
passed their laws and got everything set before they 
proclaimed the news. Joe Davis and two of the 
Goodwin boys are of the number, 
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I air. of the opinion that this will lead to a 
thorough prospecting of adjacent country, and will 
lead to nioro important d iscoveries in the Cascade 
Mountains. The Swauk affords plenty of ;:s:.ei for 
fining purposes. I did net 1 earn how deep it is to 
the bedrock, but iny impression is the diggings are 
shallow ^IK? easily worked. It is my f irra b elief 
ths t it is a good camp. I will know more about it y,\ 
a few days.  You will hear from rue again.  D.J.S." 

This newspaper account begins the tale of twe townsites, cl:i 

Liberty or. Swauk Creek and Meaghersville on Will lass Creek, later -:o 

become the present National Register townsite of Liberty. 

The chaos of the gold rush and the need to keep order in the 

discovery area forced the prospectors to organize the Swauk Creek 

Mining District with D. Y. Borden as the recorder. The men agreed 

that the claims should bf .100 feet long and from rinrcck to rimrock. 

With the best claims taken on Swauk Creek, the ether - tributaries 

were the next focus ct    the gold struck prospectors.  Austin Mires' 

(Ellensburg's first major and later a representative to the State 

Legislature) recollection of the Williams Creek discovery (contained 

in a tribute to William .J. Taylor, one of the participants in t'-.e 

Swauk rush) was later published in the Ellensburg Capital. 

"In 1S73 one day he was working on the Smith ranch 
putting a cover on the cookhouse when Fint McDonald cair.s 
riding along and called to Bill telling him scr^e parties 
had discovered gold up in Swauk. Taylor shouted down to 
Jeff Smith's squaw to hi-ak muk-a-tnuk, and sent an Indian 
boy to corral the horses. They were not long in getting 
ready to start and as soon as they had eaten seme dinner 
they saddled their horses and with soioe bedding and grub 
tied to their saddles they hurried away up across the 
unfenced country, through Green Canyon and down First 
Creek to its confluence with the Swauk. Here they met 
some other parties from Yakima hurrying to the new 
discovery.  It was agreed among them all that the one who 
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could best to the raises should have tha ri?ht t.a the 
first, location, and the rsce vas on. Bill' ~. horse cut 
ran all the others. Vs^en they arrived at the r.iouth of 
Williar^s Creek it was dark and they all there agreed to 
put the no;nes oi the locators on slips of paper and 
fasten them to stakes znd then two of the ir.en would step 
off 100 feet and there set one of the ? rakes and then 
another 100 feet and set another, continuing thus on up 
the creek until all the stakes were set- Such stake 
would establish a claim 100 feet long frets rira to rim on 
the gulch fcr the one whose name "was en the stake. 
Tay3or's claim was located on Williams Creek at the inouth 
or hyon's Gulch. he did some work on his claim that fall 
but never got to bedrock and finally abandoned it. This 
same ground was afterwards vorked by Thcnas F. Ileaghers 
and many thousands of dollars were taken out. People 
kept corning into the Swauk all that nighi.", air:ong others 
Mcse Bellman, Ed VJhi tson, Char3.es B. P-.ee d,, sovr.e of the- 
Spiawns  and irany more  of  the   old  pioneers."^ 

Following the first flash of the gold strikes, news items Iron 

the rrdning district were scarce until 1£: whan the K11111as Star.iard , 

-In an atterr.pt to prcitote the area, published a series of letters from 

Swauk miners. "They called it a 'sadly neglected ca^Tip. ' It is 

evi dent from the letters that many prominent Eiiensburg men were 

active in developing the area. Dexter Shoudy, son of the early 

founder  of  Eiiensburg,   ha .1  already begun hydraulic work..'"' 

One of the reasons for quietness en the mining front was an 

influx of Chinese rainers. Because of their seemingly strange and 

secretive   ways   they  were   excluded   from the  existing mining camps.     By 

1890 the  Chinese had  left  the   Swauk. 

With  the  steady  support  from local investors and  promoters, 

gold   continued   to   be   extracted   from  the   bedrock   on   Swauk   Creek.      In 

1889  Mr.   Carson built   a   store   at   the mouth  of  Williams  Creek.     Torkell 

Tweet   struck   a   sizable   quantity   of   gold   on  his   Swauk   Creek   clairr.   in 

1891 and had  constructed  a  large water powered arrastra on his  claim. 

Numerous  letters began to be   submitted  to   the   Eiiensburg   Capital 
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ar,t^ Register in the 1890's addressing the difficulties of mining life 

as  well  as  reflecting the-  character  of  the  developing mining 

communities on the Swauk. The idea that the mining camps were filled 

with shiftless single men is soon dispelled by this newspaper account 

in 1892: 

Ellensburg Capital: "It seems that a resident cf the 
camp, with business interests and a devoted wife and 
family, has been acting in rather an unbecoming manner 
with a woman bearing another man's name. A few days 
ago they left camp and it was scon learned they were 
enjoying each other's company here (Ellensburg). The 
injured wife learned of her husband's perfidy and as he 
had left her without any money, the kind-hearted miners 
quickly made her a purse sufficient to enable her to 
reach friends and she left the place with her little 
ones . . . . The miner:" say they have no use for this 
hind and /they intend to make an example of him if he 
returns ,""' 

The following excerpts from You're at Libercy Here by Jesse Jordan 

provides hi-lights of the early years of the Swauk Mining District: 

In 1891 John A. Shoudy, prominent Ellensburg pioneer, 
buys "Nez" Jensen's place on Swauk Creek near where 
Williams Creek empties into it and began to lay out a 
town and also to set up a store. Early in the Spring 
of 1892 the miners decided to build a public hall, it 
was to be thirty feet by sixty feet, and was to be 
constructed on the corner of Main and Swauk Avenue. 
With donated materials and labor the building was 
opened July A, 1892. Scott Darling opened a store but 
because of shady management the store quickly changed 
hands. The Liberty Post Office was established in 1892 
and Gus Nelson appointed the first Post Master. Again 
most of the development was happening at the confluence 
of Williams Creek and Swauk Creek. A stage line was 
established from/ Ellensburg to Liberty by V. A. Eord. 
In 1893 Frank Lauderdale purchased Shoudy's store and 
established a boarding house under his wife's 
supervision. 

By 1895 the interest in mining was swinging away from 
Swauk Creek and on tc Williams Creek where both Heagher 
and Bigney had their claims. As a consequence a 
building boom developed on Williams Creek.  The little 
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coounitv frr;::ed trcre was at tJrst called Key Yakir.3 
;PK1 soon Me.i^her:-; v i j le, bu~ when ;:i0st of the people 
gradually transfer red from the Old Liberty and moved 
their buildings with their., the Post Office cane also in 
.19 If. and Meaghersville became N'ev Liberty. 
;3ew;;p;iper reports become confusing after 1895 as it is 
cifficult to tell which of the communities are being 
spoken of in referer.ee te Liberty." 

Also in 1895 a school house was built in Meaghersville, another 

reflection of the cor.vpcsi.ticn of the community. In 1S96 prosperity 

enveloped the camp—a barbershop end j eweiry store, a hotel and a 

restaurant opened in Meaghersville. The e.x\d of the 189C's was marked 

by s consolidation of sma] 1 raining claims into the holdings of larger 

companies. 

1900 dawns and telephone lines are strung into the Swauk in the 

fall of 1901- The National Feres- Service which surrounds Liberty was 

created in 1907- Lands that had had no current mining claims or were 

unpatented were considered to be public lands end under the 

jurisdiction of this newly created governmental department. 

Conflict, dissension, controversy and uncertainty describes the 

r;*. in in;-=; camp. Mini tig claims had changed hands frequently and abandoned 

claims had been fair diggings for any new prospector. These 

differences and conflicts had been characteristically settled by 

neighbors. The residents who had had local control vere suddenly not 

sure of the status of their claims and land holdings - Any use ether 

than mining was considered government trespass. A Forest Service 

report, filed in 1905 addresses the conflict, of residents farming on 

"wornout" raining claims and the miners' resentment of agricultural- 

classification rather than mineral. K. L. Ericsson* s recommendations 

were; "In order to avoid issuing many special use permits, which will 

undoubtedly cause dissension among miners, it may be best to eliminate 

under the towns!te law, the townsitc of Meaghersville." 



Liberty Historic District 

HABS No. WA-163  (Page 9) 

• 

In 1916 the I.ivmps ton brothers, who bed run the Liberty Pas t 

Office and store •:-; t old Lil-f-rty on the Swauk, went out of business. 

They v.::re the regaining holdouts at the old Liberty site. The post: 

office bu Lining was t hew moved up "he creek to Keaghersviile and the 

towns! ■:.(-.   officially r.av.ed Liberty. 

Di:ri:i£ the twenties the type of" rining investment and the 

intensity of the er:r:ir.o^rir.g ar.c technology had accelerated greatly. 

The ojd r.inlng cede of ethics vss Spain challenged and residents of 

Liberty were soon cau ;hl in a le^al battle with the Salem Mining 

Company. The civizens r.anded together and filed an appeal with the 

Federal Court of Appeals in Portland, Oregon. The Liberty residents 

won their appeal and the r.ir.ing company was denied mining rights 

wit hin the t own site. 

In 1952 Liberty resident, Ollie dordin, hit pay dirt. The strike 

yielded between 73 to 80,000 dollars. His brother, Clarence, also 

struck a vein of gold on his Ace of Diamonds-Flag Kountain claim. 

This strike yielded between 35 and ^0,000 dollars.' During the 1960's. 

-70's - 80's Harry end Virgil Hiner' s dredging operation, Gold 

Placers, Inc. * , 1 oca ted south of the tovnsite has recovered enough geld 

to continue extensive open pit mining. 

Land use conflicts air.ong miners, tovnsite residents and che TJ. S. 

Forest Service was the impetus to force the Liberty residents to 

petition to have the tovnsite included on the National Register of 

Historic Places. The. residents have continued to push for legislation 

to allow a land sale to the residents barring a public auction. 

Consequently, in 193.1 with legislation passed, the Forest Service is 

transferring said titles in the Liberty tewnsite to Kittitas County 

and the Liberty residents are paying the land assessments to the 

county to final Iv obtain clear t iti.es. 

• 
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Specific areas of significance not addressed directly in the 

historical context are. First, the varieties of gold (wire gold, gc]d 

dust, gold nuggets, and quartz gold) discovered in the Swauk area. 

The geological diversity of the are?, requires a variety cf raining 

techniques: placer, pocket, hydraulic, and hard reck mining methods 

are facilitated to extract the goldbearing ore, sometimes used side by 

side. Although not unique, this is one of the few areas in the state 

or in the country vhere such diversity is found. Gold mining has 

continued to be the main occupation for many of the residents and 

their single source of economic independence. 

Secondly, the miners who have come to prospect here over the 

years vere not single or shiftless \r.en. They b re ugh t their families, 

a standard of ethics, ideals and morals: and have continued to 

maintain s quality of life that is uniquely rural sr:d ''Liberty". The 

citizens have banded together for recreation and comradery through 

disasters, and for common survival. They 'nave started a school, 

businesses, services, and a style of local government that has 

uniquely met the needs of their community. Each cf these industrious, 

rugged individuals have felt the need to join together vhen their 

lifestyle has been threatened during the last one-hundred plus years. 

This lifestyle has spartan elements and a long established ethic of 

re-use. Even the cabins built in liberty represent that ethic or 

re-use. They are assembled from various construction types and 

methods from locally available materials. 

"It can be stated unequivocally that our great Nation 
draws much of its strength from the sound traditions 
and culture which have been built on our own soil. We 
could view the future with greater equanimity if we 
knew that it would be built in harmony with the 
nobility and greatness of the past." 
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I;; conclusion, the life of the Swauk £old ca:r,p can be divided 

into seven areas,   of activity: 

A. Discovery and initial rush:  1873. 

B. Moderate activity:  1874-1890. 

C. Bocn:  1891-1905. 

E.  Lag:  1906-1920. 

E. Period of the dredges:  1920-1929. 

F. Depression boorr:  1932-1939. 

G. Lag:  1<M0-.8 

Gold has continued to be extracted from the mines around Liberty since 

the 1940's but the dollar amount is unavailable. It is certain that 

gold will continue to be extracted froTr. the Swauk Mining District and 

that the Liberty resident? will continue to be involved in the mining 

process. 

• 
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10. 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 
]6. 
17 
18 

Billy Anderson Cabin 
Arrastra 
Assay Office 
Caldwell Store and Liberty Post Office 
William Elliot Cabin and Outbuilding 
Calhoon's Butcher Shop (destroyed 1979) 
Gold Placer's Inc. 
Ed Guse Cabin 
Amos   Jordin  Cabin 
Ben  Killson  Cabin 
Livery  Stable  and  Barker Cabin 
Thor.as Meagher's Cabin 
Meagher's   Hotel   and  Boarding House 
Joe  Neal  Cabin 
Gus  Siecel  Cabin 
Eloise  Stine 
Taxidermy  Shop 
Water-Powered Ore Mill 
A.F.   York   Cabin 

* 
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